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old Hindu temple supplied the backcloth. In the
bursts of blinding flame every detail of the scenery
stood out, pitted with black shadows at the openings
of the narrow streets, faceted with broken lights
upon the open spaces. And never for an instant
was the scene unchanged. Sometimes a rocket
flooded with sudden light the ancient temples, where
every possible standing-place was crowded with
sightseers clustering in the parvis and along the bal-
conies, massed on the roof, perched on towers and
belfries, hanging on the crenellations; like leaping
fires the vivid Rajput costumes flashed out from
the dark grey stones. Now and then the flames
lapsed into darkness, a mass of serried shadows loud
with peals of laughter when a rocket, gold-tasselled
like a comet, sprayed the roof with tiny red-hot
cinders.
Golden cascades were breaking from the flank of
one of the houses, where an elaborate set-piece had
been touched off. Swivelled on bamboos, Catherine
wheels turned in dizzy orbits. Two rockets, racing
neck to neck towards the zenith, baulked in mid-
course and scattered earthwards in a rain of stars.
The old Mahometan had retreated to a corner
of the terrace whence he could get a comprehensive
view of the festivities and at the same time keep a
near eye on his sovereign's comfort. Behind each
chair he had posted servants holding large fans,
who slowly swept the warm night air to and fro
against our ears. Somewhere in the darkness he
had hidden away a little orchestra of muffled
tambourines and violins. Now he came forward
and plied us with whisky and exotic wines, with
cakes and salted appetizers. He hung flowers
round our necks, heaped our hands with fruit, and
slipped a flattering phrase into each of his remarks.